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Scientists’ Statement on Antibiotic Use in Animal Agriculture 

August 6, 2012 

Resistance to antibiotic drugs is a growing health crisis, fueled by widespread overuse of antibiotics in 

both agriculture and in human medicine. While the U.S. medical establishment is making strides in 

reducing unnecessary antibiotic use, the agricultural community is not keeping pace. 

Hundreds of scientific research studies and analyses by international scientific bodies support the 

conclusion that the overuse of critical human drugs in food animal production is linked to human 

diseases increasingly impervious to antibiotic treatment, putting human lives at unnecessary 

risk.i,ii,iii,iv,v,vi 

The use of antibiotics for whatever purpose over time creates drug-resistant strains of bacteria, 

thwarting successful treatment of infectious diseases. So, antibiotics should be used only when 

necessary. 

Despite wide acceptance of this principle, antibiotics are still routinely added in enormous quantities to 

the feed and water of most livestock and poultry—not to treat disease, but to promote faster animal 

growth and stave off diseases caused by poor diets and by raising animals in overcrowded, unsanitary 

living conditions. Thirty years after the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) determined that the growth 

promoting uses of penicillin and tetracycline in agriculture were threatening human health, FDA data 

shows that nearly 80 percent of all antimicrobial drugs sold nationwide are used in animal 

agriculture.vii,viii,ix The majority of these drugs—many of which are critical in human medicine—are 

routinely given to animals that are not sick.x    

The extensive routine use of drugs valued in human medicine selects for antibiotic-resistant bacteria 

that can cause a range of serious human diseases. Those most strongly linked to agricultural overuse of 

antibiotics include food poisoning caused by resistant Salmonella and Campylobacter.xi More recently, 

animal agriculture has also been linked to other resistant human infections including resistant E. coli 

infections and methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) infections. xii,xiii 

In addition to the human cost, the health care bill for antibiotic resistance is staggering. One study 

estimated that antibiotic-resistant infections annually cost U.S. hospitals alone more than $20 billion.xiv  

The FDA recently announced a policy calling on the animal drug industry to voluntarily surrender label 

claims for growth promotion and other production uses of veterinary drugs.xv While we support the 

effort to renounce drug approvals for injudicious uses, we cannot support a voluntary approach. Too 

much is at risk to leave public health to the discretion of those whose financial interests run counter to 

the aim of reducing drug use. Moreover, the voluntary process could take more than five years and even 

then might not lead to meaningful drug use reduction. 

 

We strongly urge an immediate end to the imprudent use of antibiotics in animal agriculture and call on 

the FDA and Congress to work together to make that happen.  
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If our society continues to overuse antibiotics, more and more patients will face a time when these vital 

drugs are no longer effective against serious infectious diseases. Margaret Chan, director general of the 

World Health Organization, recently stated that “things as common as strep throat or a child’s scratched 

knee could once again kill.” Turning the clock back to the days before penicillin will leave many lives at 

risk. That disaster can be avoided only by acting aggressively to curb needless antibiotic use in 

agriculture as well as human medicine.  
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